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Service trip changes lives forever
Summary: Eighteen University of Minnesota, Morris students participated in the Pay It Forward Tour during Spring
Break 2006. The group performed community service projects at each stop on the tour. 
(March 29, 2006)-Eighteen University of Minnesota, Morris students participated in the campus’ first annual Pay It
Forward Tour during Spring Break 2006. They traveled to Kansas City, Missouri Memphis, Tennessee Waveland,
Mississippi, St. Louis, Missouri and Des Moines, Iowa. At each stop, the group performed service projects that offered
exposure to a variety of communities and cultures, and provided first-hand insight into issues faced by fellow Americans
across the country. Organized by the UMM chapter of Students Today Leaders Forever (STLF), a student-driven servant
leadership organization, the participants worked with troubled youth, helped with much-needed hurricane cleanup, and
contributed to nature preservation and restoration efforts. They state that their experiences during the Pay It Forward
Tour have changed their lives forever. 
Below, Hannah Winkler ’08, St. Michael, Jenny Brown ’08, Wells, and Josh Warner ’07, Montevideo, share their
memories of the first UMM Pay It Forward Tour. Other members of the group included: Adetoro Adewola ’08, Cottage
Grove, Emily Archer ’08, Arlington, Jessica Beckendorf, North Carolina University, Megan Carlson ’09, New Hope,
Sara Dauphinais ’06, Bottineau, N.D., Jennifer Edin ’08, Askov, Kristen Farmer ’07, Litchfield, Nicole Gallagher ’08,
Buffalo, Sarah J. Haynes, South St. Paul, Bethany Hermanson ’08, Thief River Falls, Aprille Hviden, Jamestown
University, Jennifer Johnson, Florida Atlantic University, Mary Kudoja ’09, College Station, Tex., Holly Marlenee ’07,
Fergus Falls, Marianne McFall, Florida Atlantic University, Nikki Schutte ’08, Longview, Tex., Kim Simek ’07, New
Prague, Michele Wilson ’08, Madison.	
What was the most rewarding part of the Pay It Forward Tour for you? 
Hannah-For most of us, the most rewarding part of the trip was a simple thank you from local residents. When we were
doing beach cleanup, a man who used to live across the street from where we were cleaning came up to us and simply
said, “Thank you.” Nothing more, nothing less. We were exhausted, sunburned, and filthy, but just hearing one person
appreciate the work we had done that day, meant the world to us. It touched the hearts of many and is what made the
entire trip worth it.
Jenny-To see the change in all of our participants was the biggest reward I have ever had. Once we got back, everyone
kept telling me they’ve changed for the better. To actually see a change in someone and to see the passion they have
now is one of the most beautiful things I have ever experienced. I also learned more about myself as a leader. 
Josh-The most rewarding part was to know that I made a difference.  To have someone come up across the street and
say, “Thank you,” you know he meant it and that was all I needed. Also, I made a dent in helping people regain the lives
they lost. It may only be a dent, but it’s a dent none-the-less, and that’s rewarding.
What was the hardest part of the service trip for you? 
Hannah-We worked extremly hard for two days in Mississippi and barely made a dent. We worked on the beach, but we
only cleaned up about 200 feet in eight hours. We completely cleaned an elderly couple’s house and yard, but right next
door and all over town there were houses that needed the same attention, if not more. It was disheartening to see all the
people who needed help and realizing that we could not help them all in our time down there. It just felt like we didn’t
really make an impact on the cleanup efforts, even though we kept telling ourselves that we did. The only thing that kept
us motivated to continue was that we knew that we were making a difference to at least one person. That was all that
mattered.
Josh-The hardest part of the service trip was leaving to go back to Morris.  I didn’t want to leave because I know I was
making a difference and was having fun doing it. Another really hard part was discovering who I am. In eight days, I got
in touch with myself and learned more about who I am and what I have to offer than I have in 21 years.
Would you encourage others to participate in a service trip like the Pay It Forward Tour? 
Hannah-Absolutely. We started out as strangers, nervous about meeting new people, and scared of what we would see.
By the last day of the trip, we were as close as family. The Pay It Forward Tour is not just about service to community
but also about service to yourself. We push people out of their comfort zones to make them stronger individuals in all
parts of their life. I can truly say that the people who went on the Pay It Forward Tour are changed people. They don’t
think the same way they did before the trip. They see the world in a new perspective, one that promotes acceptance and
love. 
Jenny-As a leader of STLF, it’s a daily challenge for me to encourage others to participate. It’s a challenge I accept
wholeheartedly and passionately. It’s a challenge I would live for all through college and perhaps the rest of my life.
STLF is such a great organization with passionate goals behind it, and for students to not take the opportunity is almost
denying the world a chance to change for the better. If students won’t make that difference, who will?
Josh-Yes, I would encourage anyone who likes to help people and who is up for a challenge. The leaders challenged us
everyday, and it paid off in the end. It’s definitely a great opportunity, and you'll meet great and amazing people.
What do you believe will be the most lasting memory of this trip for you? 
Hannah-The most lasting memory would be witnessing all participants come together from different backgrounds to
share one idea, one passion, one dream. This was illustrated our first day in Waveland, where we were assigned beach
cleanup. When we started, we all spread out individually and picked up items on our own. Soon we realized that we
were all exhausted. The sun was hot. Walking in the sand made debris removal difficult. After lunch, most of us were
ready to give up. We were told we would probably get one half mile by the end of the day, but we had only gone a few
feet since morning. We felt discouraged. We left our lunch break thinking that something needed to change. We all
walked back onto the beach and approached the next area that needed to be cleared, an entire boat house demolished by
the storm. We needed to move everything in this massive pile from the sand to the curb about 100 feet away. We just
looked at the pile with shock. As we started to pick up the fallen boards and debris, members started an “assembly line”
to the curb. We handed items from the pile down the line to the curb. It was flawless. People were caring enough to alert
everyone of anything dangerous. It became music to our ears to hear people screaming, “Nail” and “Big one comin’
through.” It kept spirits high and motivation strong. We came together as a team. This concept is still seen now that we
are home. We grew close on that trip, and it all started with teamwork.
Jenny-I would say that my co-leaders, because they have impacted me so much and have taught me a lot of things about
myself. 
Josh-Recovering from homes or backyards things that people thought they lost, and finding them in good condition. To
watch the look in their eyes when they see something that reminds them of life before the hurricane just makes you feel
good.
Do you think a service trip experience like this has enhanced your UMM experience? 
Hannah-Yes. I now have something in common with more than just the friends I met in my student groups. I have a
great network of friends who would do anything for me, and I would do anything for them. We are closer than family,
and I know that UMM would not be the same without the love and support of these amazing people. I feel honored to
have helped bring this experience to UMM with my friends Megan Carlson and Jenny Brown. After we went on the trip
last year with the Twin Cities campus, all three of us were so excited to start this amazing group on our campus. We
accomplished what we set out to do, the three of us. We made a difference to 18 other students on this campus. We gave
them a reason to be excited about life, making a difference, and accepting people for who they are. I know I am a
changed person, but I am even more changed knowing that we touched more than just the Katrina victims while we were
on this trip. We touched 18 UMM students deeper than they imagined would happen in a week. 
Jenny-Most definitely. Without this organization I don’t think I would have developed greater determination to make a
difference. This determination has sparked my interest in working with human services and graduating so that I can go
into the workforce and continue to inspire others to join the challenge. I think this is an amazing learning experience for
everyone because it is so diverse, just as it is at UMM, and also it enhances your leadership skills, your communication
skills, your confidence, your self esteem, your speaking skills. Just as UMM strives to send a well-rounded individual
into the working world, STLF strives to offer a variety of experiences on our tour. 
Has the trip changed your expectations for the future? 
Hannah-I know for many of our participants, the long term affects are already setting in. Many participants are planning
summer trips back to continue helping. For me though, the personal affects will not stop showing up for a long time. I
still cannot believe that I was down there helping. When I say to myself, “I helped the Katrina victims,” it sounds like a
dream, and to be honest, that is exactly what this trip was: a dream. We started with one dream, and it spread to 18 other
students. Truly unbelieveable. This trip has changed my life. I have a renewed belief in the power of people. I once
thought that there were few people who really cared. I thought that people were superficial and only cared if there was
something in it for themselves. After this trip, my opinion has completely changed. I now know that there are 20 other
people who care because they want to. Twenty other people who care because they love me for me. I never knew people
like that existed. It is indescribable to know that I have a connection with people who don’t judge me. They love me for
exactly the person I am every day. It doesn’t matter if I have a different background, religion, race, or major…all that
matters is the person I am inside. Friendships like that are far and few between, but I feel blessed to have it on this
campus. In addition to the amazing people I’ve met on this trip, I now am completely justified in what I want to do after
college. I am a liberal arts for human services major, and I know for sure that this is where I am suppose to be. I love
making a difference in people’s lives, and I want to continue to promote the ideas of Pay It Forward all my life, even if I
am not on Spring Break. These ideas should be shared daily, and I want to do this for a career. Whether by being a
counselor or working for a nonprofit organization, maybe even the ones we worked with on the trip. To me, that is what
makes life worth living. What purpose is there in life if you are not serving each other? My lifelong dream is to impact
as many people and make a positive mark on this world, and this dream was strengthened by this trip. 
Students Today Leaders Forever history
STLF was founded at the University of Minnesota in 2003 for the purpose of organizing a spring break road trip with
daily stops to work with community organizations on service projects. The tour has expanded from 43 students in 2003
to 400 students representing six colleges, including UMM, and one high school in 2006. The annual trips reflect the
group’s mission to make an impact on the nation and the world and to nurture future leaders through service
opportunities. 
For more Pay It Forward Tour photos, click here.
To read the Pay It Forward Tour blog, recorded during the trip, click here.
Through personal and academic discovery, the University of Minnesota, Morris provides opportunities for students to grow
intellectually, engage in community, experience environmental stewardship and celebrate diversity. A renewable and sustainable
educational experience, Morris prepares graduates for careers, for advanced degrees, for lifelong learning, for work world flexibility
in the future, and for global citizenship. Learn more about Morris at morris.umn.edu or call 888-866-3382.
